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"It is truly a wonderful thing," wrote the English clergyman James Neil, who lived in Jerusalem
from 1871-74, "that men with the same wants as ourselves ...should do everything exactly
opposite to the way in which we do it."[1] Obadiah of Bertinoro, who traveled from northern
Italy to Jerusalem some four centuries earlier, would most probably have agreed, though his
epiphanic experience of surprising strangeness occurred not in the Holy Land, but on the
island of Sicily, among the Jews of Palermo. In late 1486 he left his native Città di Castello (in
Umbria), where he had engaged in loan-banking but seems never to have married,[2] and
traveled south, first to Rome and then to Naples. Although it is commonly believed that he
departed from his home town with the intention of traveling to the Holy Land, either as a
pilgrim or new immigrant, a careful reading of the first part of his 1488 letter to his father (retranslated below),[3] suggests that it was primarily the need to quickly leave Città di Castello
that originally motivated him, rather than the desire to travel east. One suspects that he was
accused of either financial or sexual misconduct - possibly with a Christian woman.[4] Several
decades later, during the 1520's, at least two of the sons of Abraham of [Città di] Castello were
slipped stealthily out of town on account of dangerous misdeeds involving non-Jews. In at least
one instance, that of his son Elyakim, this involved relations with a Christian woman, whose
angry brother (Niccolò) vowed, as Abraham informed his exiled son, to "tear you down...and
root you out of the land of the living."[5] And in the 1550's an unmarried banker, Abramo of
Montescoro, was successfully entrapped by Christians and sent to jail for having sexual
relations with a married woman - who was sent to his home.[6] It is not unlikely that Obadiah,
who as mentioned above, was also not married at the time of his hasty departure from Cittå di
Castello, was involved in a similar scandal.
Of his brief sojourns in Rome and Naples Obadiah wrote nothing to his father in his 1488 letter
from Jerusalem, though he may have reported on their Jewish life in an earlier letter home.
The 1488 letter was written, as Obadiah himself noted, in response to a letter he had received
from his father while he was in Naples. It may have been in Rome, while contemplating the
Arch of Titus, or perhaps a bit later, while contemplating the Gulf of Naples, that he decided to
set sail for the Holy Land, and after communicating his intention to his father received the
letter in which he was "commanded" by the latter to describe "the manners and customs of the
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gentiles among whom they live." Of Salerno, his next stop, he wrote almost nothing, although
he was there for some for four months, perhaps because the Jewish community was so small.[7]
It was in Palermo, his first stop on the island of Sicily, that he seems to have realized
immediately that he had found a subject worthy of his father's assignment.
In Palermo he encountered a Jewish society that was in many ways the reverse of the ones he
had known in northern Italy. The Jews were mostly poor and heavily involved in manual labor,
and this was reflected in their "tattered and filthy garments," which caused them, according to
Obadiah, to be "much despised by the gentiles." By contrast, the Jews of central and northern
Italy were better able to afford the local habit of "fare una bella figura." Already in the early
fifteenth century the heads of the communities of Rome, Padua, Ferrara, Bologna, as well as
representatives of the regions of Romagna and Tuscany, passed a series of sumptuary
regulations, partially in order "to avoid arousing the envy of the gentiles," that prohibited, for
example, "any man or woman to wear any cloak of sable or ermine."[8] Such regulations would
have been unthinkable and unnecessary among the Jews of Palermo.
Although Obadiah was not critical of either their poverty or their tatters, he was quite taken
aback by the local habit of Jews both informing on and inventing accusations against each
other in order to settle scores, something that was far less common, though not unknown,
among the communities of the north. He was also quite surprised to see that among the Jews
of Palermo the laws of menstruation were observed "with great leniency," although there was a
mikveh installed within the compound of the main synagogue. As he certainly knew, in
northern Italy women were committed enough to their monthly immersions in order to
perform them, when necessary, even in rivers and streams, where they often had to
compromise their modesty.[9]
Yet, Obadiah also realized that there was one area of observance in which the Jews of Palermo,
as well other communities of the eastern Mediterranean, were more scrupulous than their
coreligionists in northern Italy- abstention from "wine of gentiles." As I have argued elsewhere,
their tendency toward stringency in wine and laxity in ritual immersion served for him as a
kind of metaphor for the difference between the religiousness of these Mediterranean Jews and
that of those among whom he had lived in northern Italy...More than seeking to praise
Palermitan Jews for their stringency in one area or find fault with their laxity in another,
Obadiah sought to highlight...the sharp differences between the two religious cultures."[10]
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First Letter (Part 1)
My strength and my stronghold,[1] the protector of my portion: My eyes pined away from
affliction[2] and I experienced pain and sorrow when I departed from you, for my soul refused
consolation at having abandoned you as you faced old age, with failing strength. And whenever
I remember, dear father, that I have forsaken your hoariness, my eyes flow with rivers of
tears.[3] Yet, although I cannot do you the honor of serving you in the appropriate manner,
since God has decreed my separation, and turned to wherever I turned,[4] in this alone I shall
serve you - by remembering you here in the land of the Jordan and telling you from beginning
to end of all my comings and goings. And I shall prepare the dish in the manner of your
liking,[5] by describing the manners and customs of the Jews in all the places in which my foot
has trod, as well the nature of their intercourse with the gentiles among whom they live. For so
you commanded me in the letters I received in Naples at this time last year (1487).
On the first day of the ninth month (Kislev, 1486), after having concluded my affairs in Città di
Castello, the place of my origin,[6] I set out and passed through Rome, arriving in Naples on the
twelfth of that month. I tarried there for a long time, not finding any vessel such as I wished. I
went to Salerno, where I taught gratuitously for some four months, and then returned to
Naples.
In the fourth month, on the fast day [of 17 Tammuz] , 1487 I departed Naples on Monsieur
Blanche's good and large ship, which carried nine Jews among its passengers. It was five days,
however, before we reached Palermo, owing to a calm.
Palermo is the chief city and capital of Sicily, and contains about 850 Jewish families, all living
on one quarter, which is situated in the best part of town. They are "the first born of the poor"[7]
- artisans, such as copper and iron smiths, and porters, doing also "all kinds of work in the
field."[8] And they are much despised by the gentiles, by reason of their tattered and filthy
garments. As a distinguishing mark they are obliged to wear on their breasts a piece of red
129

cloth about the width of a gold ducat. They are obliged also to provide many royal services,
EMW 2004
working at any public employment assigned to them, such as drawing boats to the shore or
constructing dykes. And if anyone is to be executed or corporally punished, this is carried out
by the Jews.[9]
[The following section was deleted by Adler, Jewish Travellers but partially restored in J. R. Marcus, The Jew in the Medieval World, A
Source Book: 315-1791 (1938)].

Among the Jews there are many informers, such that this transgression seems to them to have
been abrogated.[10] They continually betray one another publicly without shame, and if any
man hates his neighbor, he conjures up some false accusation against him. Even if the matter is
investigated and found to be false, the informer has no cause for shame,[11] for according to
local law and custom one who defames his fellow man behind his back[12] is not punished.
The people here also observe the laws of menstrual separation with great leniency, and most
brides enter the marriage canopy already pregnant. They are extremely zealous and
meticulous, however, in abstaining from the wine of gentiles. One of them, who merely
transported wine for a non-Jew from one place to another, was forced by his coreligionists to
forfeit the profit, and was nearly excommunicated, except that he claimed to have done so
unknowingly.
The synagogue at Palermo has not its equal on earth,[13]or among the nations; it deserves great
praise and commendation. In the outer courtyard there are stone pillars encircled by vines
such as are to be seen nowhere else. I measured one of the vines, and it was the thickness of
five spans. From there one descends by stone steps into the court facing the synagogue, which
is surrounded on three sides by vestibules with large seats for those who, for whatever reason,
do not wish to enter the synagogue. In the middle there is a splendidly beautiful fountain, and
on the fourth side is the entrance to the synagogue, which is built in the form of a square, forty
cubits long and forty cubits wide.
Facing east is the hekhal,[14] constructed handsomely out of stone in the shape of a dome,[15] for
they do not place their Torah scrolls in an ark [of wood], but rather on a wooden shelf in the
hekhal, inside cases adorned with crowns, and with finials (rimmonim) of silver and crystal at
the top of their staves.[16] I was told that the total value of the silver, crystal, and gold
embroidery in the hekhal exceeds four thousand gold pieces. The hekhal has two entrances,
one facing south and one facing north, and two officials of the congregation are entrusted with
their opening and closing.[17]
In the center of the synagogue is a wooden platform, the tevah, to which the readers ascend to
lead the prayers. There are now five readers employed by the congregation, and they lead the
prayers on Sabbaths and holidays with lovely voices and melodies, the likes of which I have not
encountered in any of the places through which I passed. On weekdays, however, only a few
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There are several chambers surrounding the synagogue, such as that of the hekdesh, where
beds are provided for the sick and for strangers coming from distant lands who have no place
to pass the night,[19] and the chamber of the ritual bath.[20] There is also the large and attractive
chamber of the berurim,[21] who sit in judgment and regulate the affairs of the community. The
community elects twelve berurim every year, and they are empowered by the king to fix taxes
and imposts, to confiscate property, and to imprison. This proved to be a stumbling block and
stone of offence, [22] for 'scoundrels and nobodies[23] frequently approach the viceroy with gifts
so that he will appoint them as berurim, and they in turn channel the income from to the
synagogue and the community to the viceroy, so that he will lend them support and see to it
that their wishes are fulfilled. The berurim have placed an iron yoke on the neck of the
people,[24] and their sin has been great, for the poor cry out all day against their oppressors, and
the city's outcry goes up to heaven.
I noticed in Palermo that when someone dies his coffin is brought into the courtyard facing the
synagogue, and he is eulogized there by the readers, who also recite lamentations over him. If
the departed is a distinguished man, especially if he is a Torah scholar, the coffin is brought
into the synagogue itself, and a Torah scroll is removed [from the hekhal] and placed on one of
the four corners of the platform [tevah], with the coffin just below it, and he is eulogized and
lamented there. This is done on all four corners of the platform. [25] The body is then taken to
burial outside of town. As soon as they have reached the town's gate the readers begin to recite
"Hear this, all you peoples" and the entire [49th] psalm aloud, and other psalms also in a great
voice, until they reach the cemetery.
I have also noticed that on the nights of Yom Kippur and Hoshana Rabbah, after the evening
prayers in the synagogue, the officials open the two doors of the hekhal facing north and south,
and people remain there all night until morning. The women of each family come to prostrate
themselves and to kiss the Torah scrolls. They come in through one door and go out through
the other,[26] and all through the night one enters and one exits.
{The following section was deleted by Adler, Jewish Travellers}

They differ from our customs in many matters; for example, they recite the Shema in a loud
voice, as is the custom also in all of Egypt and the Holy Land. And on Yom Kippur the reader
does not interrupt his [Amidah] prayer to recite Selihot, but begins Selihot only after he has
completed his own prayer. Moreover, they fall upon their faces [to recite Tahanun] at each of
the Yom Kippur prayers. On the Ninth of Ab they recite Va-Ya'avor [based on Exodus 34] even
more often than we do on Yom Kippur. And on Simhat Torah they do things that I shall not
describe.[27]
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I remained in Palermo from the 22nd of Tammuz 5247 until the Sabbath of Bereshit 5248. [28]
Upon my arrival, the berurim asked me to deliver lectures on Sabbath afternoons before the
Minha prayer, and so I did. I began lecturing on the Sabbath of the New Moon of Ab 5247, and
God made me favorable in their eyes such that I was obliged, against my will, to continue every
Sabbath. This proved to be a stumbling block for me, for I had come to Palermo with the object
of going on to Syracuse, which is at the [eastern] end of the island of Sicily, having heard that
this was the time during which the Venetian ships bound for Beirut, near Jerusalem, would
stop there. But they hired counselors to frustrate my plans,[29] and told me lies,[30] and with a
multitude of dreams and empty words,[31] as well as false and misleading oracles,[32]they
deceived me and prevailed against me.[33] Like a bird caught in a trap I was kept there until the
[Venetian] ships passed Syracuse and went their way, and through that bad business[34] I
missed a good [opportunity for] crossing.
I therefore remained in Palermo speaking to the dead[35] and to women and children each
Sabbath afternoon for nearly three hours, inveighing against informers and those who were
guilty of intercourse with menstruants, as well as others sinners. The local elders informed me
that many repented from the sin of Zimri.[36] While I was there the informers [also] desisted. I
do not know if they have returned to their folly.[37]
Yet, in all the days of my service [38]I shall never reside among people who will love me as
deeply and respect me as greatly as have the Jews who reside in Palermo. For as these
[Christians] gentiles treat their saints, so have they treated me. The common people say that
"the Lord God has sent me and His spirit,"[39] and many asked for have requested a cloak and
turban[40] from among my garments as a remembrance. Moreover, a woman who was allowed
to wash and iron my linen would be acclaimed by maidens.[41] Whenever possible they engaged
in excessive reasoning[42] to persuade me that I should remain with them for at least a year, and
offered to pay as great a salary as I would ask, but I heeded not their voice, for my heart was set
on going to the place of rest and inheritance.[43

Endnotes
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Cf Jer. 17:19.
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See Ezekiel 46:9.
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For some speculation on these Simhat Torah activities see Horowitz, "Towards a Social
History," 148-49.
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[29]
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[31]
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[32]
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[33]

See Obadiah 7.
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